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Abstract: In this article we address how a contemporary adaptation oj the 'speed dating' 
model was used for educational purposes wIth two cohorts of social work students. We 
outhne the dimensions oj 'speed dating' as a contemporary social phenomenon, then 
address how this model relates specifically to groupwork process, and can be used 
to facilitate social work student learning. The curriculum Jar two classroom group 
activities using the 'speed dating' model are outlined, the first to develop university level 
study skills, the second for debnefingfield placement learmng experiences. Finally we 
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Introduction 
Groupwork hterature has long suggested that If partIctpants are to 
actIvely engage In a group, there should be at least five and fewer than 10 
partICIpants to ensure both a dtverse range of vlewpOlnts and suffiClent 
opportunltleS for all members of the group to parUClpate In dlScussion 
(for example, Preston-Shoot, 2007, Zastrow, 1989) However, the reahty 
for many professlOnals lS that they find themselves workIng wIth much 
larger groups, and need to uncover ways for enablIng meanIngful 
partlclpatIOn by all members. 
We know that people partIClpate In groups for a range of reasons 
Including obtalnlng and exchangIng InformatIon, Increaslng one's social 
networks and mutual support and self-help and having a safe context 
In whtch to explore Issues (O'Connor, WIlson and Setterlund, 2003) 
In difficult, stressful or even Just new Clfcumstances, the opportunity 
to meet others In a sImIlar SItuatlon and share stones can be most 
beneficIal (Drumm, 2006) For some IndlvIduals havIng the opportunIty 
to connect WIth others In a slmIlar sltuatlon can generate a sense of unIty 
and fnendshIp, whIle addresslng feelIngs of Isolation (Weber, Davls and 
McPhIe, 2006) The process of Just meenng together can enable people 
to find a sense of levIty by 'beIng able to laugh about It all WIth others' 
(Weber et al , 2006, P 399) As such, 
Workmg wlth people m groups contrasts with the dommant mdividuahst 
approach of professIonal social work practlce Group work prOVIdes the 
potentIal for all group members to become helpers and thereby to nse 
above the posltIOn of dependent reclplent of other people's acts of kindness 
(Clark, 2006, p 360) 
For some people, belng In a group In whIch they discover others In 
a Slmllar sltuatlOn~ may feel lIke a safe place to dIsclose thlngs which 
they would otherwIse find difficult to talk about But It might sull be 
dtfficult to begin talklng about an Issue when one has long felt unable 
to do so (Black, 2003) 
One emerglng technlque which would seem to enable many of the 
benefits of groupwork to be achIeved, and whIch can be used wIth large 
groups, lnvolves an adaptatIon of speed daung 
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Speed dating 
Speed dating is a new social phenomenon which has emerged over 
the past decade. While there have always been social mechanisms, 
such as dances, dinner parties, or social events held by religiOUS or 
sporting organisations, which have acted as a forum for people to meet 
potential partners, many of those attending such functions would be 
there for purposes other than seeking a partner. By contrast, all of those 
who sign up to attend a 'speed dating' event have Signalled a desire to 
meet potential partners. Explicit intentions are a key aspect of speed 
dating. 
A typical 'speed dating' session involves equal numbers of male and 
female participants. Over the period of a couple of hours, each person 
participates in a series of 'speed dates' which are brief conversations of 
3-8 minutes, and over the course of the session meets all of the pool 
of potential partners. At the end of the session participants indicate to 
the organisers which, if any, of those they talked to, they would like to 
meet again. When there is a match, contact details are released and the 
individuals concerned have the option of organising further meetings 
(Allerton, 2001; Lepkowska, 2005). 
Adaptations of 'speed dating' for educational purposes have emerged 
across a diverse range of disciplines within both secondary and tertiary 
settings (Bibi, 2007; Elliott, 200S; Murphy, 200S; Zehr, 2004). In the 
context of a large class, 'speed dating' requires all students to participate 
in discussions, and can be particularly effective in classes when trying 
to get students to articulate their own opinions on an issue or share 
their reflections. As with any method of group discussion, exchanging 
ideas has the potential either to encourage participants to change their 
views or to help them become more confident about expressing their 
own ideas. This may be particularly helpful for students who are shy 
or lack confidence to participate in large group discussions (Murphy, 
200S). 
Importantly~ it's not just weaker or less confident students who may 
benefit from the use of 'speed dating' techniques. In five minute blocks, 
Elliott (200S) requires school students in her class to read a paragraph 
of their essay to another student, about which their pair is expected to 
make one positive point and provide one piece of constructive criticism. 
At the end of the session, students will have received feedback from 
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a number of others, with the expectatlon that the seSSlOn wIll have 
helped to 
dlffuse good wntmg technlque around the class, as weaker pupIls 
can see examples of more advanced essay skills It gets the stronger ones 
actlvely thmklng about dlssectmg thelr own wntmg In order to lmprove 
(Elhott, 2005, p 5) 
DespIte the many potentlal applIcatlons of 'speed datlng' technIques 
In sOClal work and groupwork practlce, database searches only revealed 
lIterature about 'speed datlng' technIques In educatlon and professlOnal 
development hterature Hence, the aIm of thIS paper IS to report on 
two expenences of USIng 'speed danng' In sOCIal work educatIon and 
to suggest some apphcauons where thIS technIque mIght be used In 
other areas of sOClal work and groupwork practIce 
Engagement 
Our first expenment wIth 'speed dating' In the classroom, occurred 
wIth a group of students commencIng a four year undergraduate degree 
In sOClal work. In the first few weeks of undergraduate studles, some 
of the key tasks of educators are to engage the class group around the 
subject matter they WIll be studYIng over the follOWIng four years and 
also to form the set of IndIVIduals, prevlOusly unknown to each other 
Into a class group. We were aware that 'speed datIng' had been used to 
good effect as a 'gettIng to know you' type exerCIse, wIth a few suggested 
conversatIOn starters prOVIded to students 
The sense of urgency (created by the format) seems to encourage qUIcker 
engagement, and also appears to allay the fears of students who can find 
sOClal mteracuons mumldatmg ThIS acuvIty fills the classroom WIth a 
buzz of conversatIOn and creates a fnendly, mteracuve atmosphere that 
sull eXists next time the groups meet (Murphy, 2005, p 1) 
Dunng the second week of classes, 'speed dating' was used wah 
two workshop groups, each compnslng 20-24 students, to open up 
diSCUSSlOn about study skIlls. From past expenence, some students do 
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not necessanly respond well to a lecturer glvlng them advlce on thls 
toplC, and It was thought that the group mlght be much more open to 
dlscusslng study lssues Wlth thelr peers. Thls approach allowed us to 
bUlld upon the students' study skllls strengths and strateglc plannlng 
abllItIes, rather than have students leavlng the room feeling lIke they 
had been 'lectured at' about potentlal study sklll deficits 
We had a large classroom wlth a long table, WIth students sittIng 
across from each other In pairs. After each conversatlon, one hne of 
students moved to the next chau, with the student at the end movlng 
to the first pOSItlOn. It was always the same hne of students who moved 
at the end of each conversatIon, and In thIS case as we had one student 
In a wheelchair, she was posltloned In the statlonary row. 
In thls adaptatIon of 'speed datIng', conversatIons were around two 
minutes each Rather than haVIng the same lntroductory conversatlon 
wIth each new person, all conversatIOns had a partIcular questIOn 
that needed to be addressed The twelve conversatlons whIch took 
place over a 50 mlnute penod covered three maIn themes lncludlng 
tlme management, unIverSIty classes and lIbrary resource/referenClng 
Sample questions from the exerCIse are hsted below: 
1 What hInts do you have about arne management to get you through 
thIS semester? 
2 Why come to classes? 
3. Do I need to take notes when I read or come to class' If so, some 
adVIce' 
4 Why IS uSlng the lIbrary resources such a blg deal? Can't I Just use 
Go ogle? 
5 What lS Harvard referencing and how do I go about findIng out 
about thls? Is It the same as APA? What about footnotIng? 
6. What IS plagiarIsm? 
After each set of questIons, a bnef plenary discusslOn no longer than 
five mInutes, was faclhtated by teachIng staff wlth the whole class In 
whlch students had the opportunIty to share salIent thoughts and ask 
questIons Thls process also enabled teachlng staff to check that the 
students were ldentlfYlng the main pOInts WhICh would have been made 
In a formal lecture on the topic, and provIde bnef Input If requued. 
Although the pnmary aim had been to engage students around a 
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partlcular set of curnculum-related Issues, a further advantage of the 
'speed datlng' technIque was that It got students talking to a dIverse 
range of other class members. Although thIs was Just the second week of 
classes, students who were takIng a number of classes In common, had 
already got to know a group of others, and had begun to form clIques 
who tended to SIt together and be part of the same small groups when 
the class dIvIded up for dISCUSSIon In thIS exerClse, whIle those who 
were fnendly typlcally arnved In class and sat down next to each other, 
the conversatIons were deSIgned to be With those on the OppOSIte slde of 
the table, Ie IndIVIduals whom they may not have yet met ThIS was also 
beneficIal for students who were strugglIng to meet others In the class 
and who found It dIfficult to parUClpate In larger group conversatlons 
wlth strangers As wnh any groupwork aCtIVIty 
At the most baSIC level, students wlll get to know fellow students who may 
have simllar mterests These bonds may eventually extend beyond the 
classroom, across semesters, and pOSSIbly throughout the students' hves 
On another level, group work fosters students' abIllties to sOCIalize with 
others and does so m a generally safe enVIronment (Monk-Turner and 
Payne, 2005, p 168) 
The brevIty of each conversatlon, left students no time for dlSCUSSlon 
of extraneous Issues Each conversatIOn was hIghly task focused, WIth 
the result belng a room In whIch the sense of energy and purpose was 
palpable WhIle students found themselves haVIng to speak for much 
more of the class than would occur In other group acnvItIes, feedback 
at the end of the exerClse was that the use of 'speed datIng' had been 
an enjoyable way of engagIng wlth each other and WIth the seSSlOn's 
content 
Debriefing 
ThIrd year students on then first placement In a human serVlce agency 
returned for a day long workshop to the unlVerslty after a four week 
penod. Debnefing then expenences encountered on placement IS one 
of the pnrnary tasks we addressed dunng thIS workshop However, 
feedback from prevlOus cohorts of students lndIcated that the seml-
18 Groupwork Vol 17(2),2007, pp 13-27 
Not Just for romance Apphcatwns of 'speed datmg' m SOCIal work educatwn 
structured small group aCtlvitleS used to facIlItate these discusslOns 
In the past dId not provIde adequate time or scope for connectlng 
wIth others to dISCUSS field learnIng In depth As facIlitators we too 
had been dissatlsfied wIth the process, suspectIng that more tIme had 
been spent in these seSSlOns engaged In casual conversatton rather 
than addreSSIng speCIfic learnIng outcomes. The structured group 
discussIOns made pOSSIble USIng the 'speed datIng' model appeared to 
address the students desire to have more time to talk together about 
placement, while ensunng conversattons remaIned focused on the 
objectives of debnefing. 
The objectives of thIS group seSSlOn were to prOVIde a forum for students 
to debnef about the culture of the agency In whIch they were haVIng 
theIr field placement, theIr expenences of profeSSIOnal superVISIon on 
placement, theIr expected and unexpected learnIng events In the field to 
date, and the Impact of attendIng placement on personal hfe outSIde of 
the practlcum A set of three questlons per tOpIC were presented for 2 5 
mInute dISCUSSIOns A sample of these Included 
1 What are some of the 'unwntten' rules you have observed In your 
placement agency? 
2 What dIfferences do you and your field educator have In relatlon 
to the way you approach the work? 
3 What have you learned about yourself so far on thIS placement? 
4 How IS beIng on placement ImpaCtlng upon relatIOnShIps you have 
WIth fnends and famIly? 
ThIS exerCIse was undertaken wlth a group of 30 students aged 
between 20 to mId-50s, made up predominately of female students 
ApprOXImately one thIrd of the students had been praCtISlng In the 
field before undertaklng the Bachelor of SOClal Work, and four students 
were undertakIng work-based placements In agenCIes where they were 
employed DlSCUSSIon dunng the exerClse was loud and animated, 
students changed seating pOSItlOnS qUICkly when the tIme for each 
questton was up, and the atmosphere In the room remained very 
buoyant and cheerful throughout. 
As WIth the Study SkIlls 'speed dating' exerCIse dIscussed above, a short 
plenary was faCIlItated between each set of three questlons to draw out 
themes and contradICtIOnS uncovered dunng the lndivIdual dlscusslOns 
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Links were made dunng each plenary between student feedback and 
pedagogIcal dimenslons commonly assocIated With field practlcum 
learning These Included makIng reference to the notion of taCIt knowledge 
held by field educators to Inform practice (Eraut, 2004), understandlng 
how 'notlclng' and reflectlOn are Integral to learnIng In action (Schon, 
1983), reinforClng the notIOn that pOSItiVe learning outcomes can anse 
from making mIstakes (Berman, 2006) and hIghhghung the ways In 
whlch the agency context and culture wlll lnfluence the teachlng and 
learnIng transactIon (Baud and Walker, 1998) 
Teaching about groupwork 
On completion of the debnefing exerCIse, we facIlItated a whole group 
dlSCUSSlOll WIth the parnCIpants uSIng the whiteboard to identIfy 
the groupwork pnnclples and processes used In our 'speed dating' 
expenment The groupwork theory and pnncipies embedded In the 
speed dating exerCIse and Idennfied by the class dunng the analysis 
are dIscussed below 
Practice and principles 
A number of pnncipies were Idennfied by the students. Fustly, the 
Junctwn and obJectlves for the group were established at the outset, that 
belng to provlde an educatlOnal and supportlve forum for debnefing 
placement learnlng. Secondly, ground rules were set at the begInnlng 
of the exerCise In relatlon to adhenng to ethteal standards ensunng 
confidenualIty In matters dlscussed or overheard GlVen that the 'speed 
dating' conversatlons were all occurnng WIthIn the same room and In 
close prOXimity thIS was an Important consideratlon. Thlrdly, group 
leadershIp was reqUIred to faclhtate the exerCise In terms of undertaklng 
the preparatlOn, umlng the duratlon of each conversaoon, faClhtatlng 
the plenary dlscusslOns and handIng over responsIbIlity to the students 
to conduct the groupwork analysls on compleuon of the 'speed daong' 
expenment. As the nOlse level In the classroom grew the facIhtator 
needed to ensure a level of order prevmled USlng a bell to SIgnal the 
tlme to change seats and questlons during the 'speed daong' exerCIse 
helped thIS process 
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Process issues 
ReflectIng on the 'speed datIng' exerCIse also enabled students to 
recognIse the need for plannIng effectIve groupwork actIvItIes (Kurland, 
2005). In particular, they IdentIfied how plannmg was needed to ensure 
room layout and seatIng was set up for the exerCIse and a set of relevant 
questlons were prepared In readIness for the exerCIse Each questIon 
posed was presented on powerpOlnt, In order that students could easIly 
refresh then memory about the questIon dunng conversatIons. The 
students also noted that an explanatIon of the exerCIse was provIded 
and the 'rules of engagemenC were outlIned before the conversatIons 
began. 
Reflection on the 'speed datIng' exerCIse also provIded an opportunIty 
for dIscuSSIOn about the phases through whIch groups move In 
becomIng an effectIve workIng group. In terms of engagement and 
first workmg phase, 'speed datIng' was the first exerCIse undertaken by 
students on returnIng to the unIVerSity from placement. The process of 
draWIng the group together once agaIn after the month long classroom 
absence was noted favourably The conversatIons that occurred dunng 
the exercise enabled students to normahze feelIngs about the practIcum, 
whIle prOVIdIng a forum to practise mIcro skIlls such as attentIve hstemng, 
reflectwn and reframmg. 
McMaster (In press) has proposed that the second workmg phase of 
the group process IS charactensed by collaborative problem solVIng, an 
Increase In pace and focus In the group, wIth IndIVIduals takIng on more 
responsIbilIty for group monitonng Dunng the groupwork reflectIon, 
class members noted that the group moved from the first workIng 
phase to the second very quickly, whIch was eVIdenced dunng the first 
plenary dIscuSSIOn where conversation themes from the InItIal three 
questions were drawn out and lInked with theoretical constructs related 
to sItuated learnIng Dunng thIs plenary students proactively made 
the connections between field placement expenences and pract!cum 
learnIng constructs examIned pnor to the placement begInning 
The whiteboard analYSIS of the groupwork process whIch concluded 
the 'speed datIng' exerCIse reflected the maturatwn phase of the 
student group workIng together. Dunng thIS phase the students took 
responSIbIlIty for deconstructIng the 'speed datIng' exerCIse from a 
group work perspective, keepIng the focus of thIs seSSIOn on track In 
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order that the momentum of the expenment was not lost. At one pOInt 
students recognIsed that whIle they had returned to the classroom as 
IndIvIduals, they were once agmn workIng together as a 'team' The 
closure of the group exerCIse was facIlItated through a general feedback 
seSSIOn about how the students had expenenced theIr 'speed datIng'. 
Responses were largely favourable wuh students commentIng on the 
fun factor generated through the exerCIse, the qUIck engagement by the 
whole class wIth the task at hand and the amount of matenal that was 
able to be covered In a short space of Urne 
Using metaphor 
The very pOSItIve receptIon of both groups of students to USIng 
adaptatIons of 'speed datIng', lead us to ponder why thIS group exerClse 
was so readIly accepted, wIth good humour and enthusIasm. One 
possIbIlIty IS the <speed datIng' metaphor In and of Itself generated a 
level of energy before we had even begun the actual seSSIon ThIS led 
us to consIder the use of metaphor In practlce more generally 
WhIle there are numerous phIlosophIcal lnterpretatIOns and 
lInguIstIc forms of the metaphor (Leezenberg, 2001), there does appear 
to be general agreement WIth the definItion provIded by Lakoff and 
Johnson that the essence of metaphor IS understandIng one kInd of 
thIng In terms of another (1980). In our case, we had perhaps presented 
the classroom task, often assumed to be In the realm of 'work' as beIng 
somethIng more akIn to 'romance'. 
It IS somewhat surpnslng, gIven that sacral workers spend much 
tIme aSSISting IndIVIduals to reframe or reconsIder thelT expenences 
In a new lIght, that we have only been able to locate one artIcle (Duffy, 
200S), whIch explICItly dIscussed the use of metaphor In socwl work 
practIce Duffy argued that: 
22 
The metaphor IS one of the most baSIC mechanIsms for understandmg 
our expenences When we construct metaphors, we use both SIdes of the 
bram, the mtUltlve and the ratIOnal, wuh the potentIal of generatlng new 
understandmg, new reahues, and new behavlOrs (Duffy, 2005, P 247) 
In contrast to SOCIal work, there IS a substannal hterature about the 
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applIcatIon of metaphor In psychotherapy (SIegelman, 1990; Close, 
1995) Not surpnsingly, metaphoflcal expreSSIOn enables clIents to 
easlly articulate aspects of their belng In graphlc, powerful ways, 
summIng up how they feel on the whole In bnef expresslOns such as 
'I'm sitUng here stewlng' or ~My lIfe IS one long battle' As such, the 
metaphor provIdes a vehIcle to confer new InSIght about a person's 
SituatlOn beyond the scope of slmple descnptIOn In the meantIme 
these Images enable the worker to plck up the metaphor and respond 
USIng the same or a comparable figure of speech to progress the seSSIOn. 
Metaphors commonly used In counsellIng Include the notIon of the 
Journey; companng a relanonship WIth war~ or hkening a workplace to 
a machIne and ItS apparatus (Lankton and Lankton, 1989). 
As we have already IndIcated, the 'speed datIng' metaphor captured 
the Imaginatlon of our students as we had hoped It mIght What was 
less expected was the way In whIch It captured our own ImagInatIOnS 
as faCIlItators. LIke our students, we too found ourselves respondIng to 
the playfulness and humour of the 'speed datlng' metaphor 
PerceIVIng Improbable COmbInatiOnS of dIsparate words or Images 
may be necessary in order to apprecIate the humour or comedy 
In a sltuatIon (Pollio, 1996) The improbable components In thIS 
Instance were lInkIng the notIons of 'speed datIng' WIth study skIlls 
and pracncum learnIng~ using a 'speed datIng' format In a rather 
conservative university setting; and draWIng upon the Image of an 
actIVIty preserved for pnvate personal buslness (such as dating), 
to inform an educanonal aCtIVlty In a publIc forum Each of these 
contradictions Involved a JuxtapOSItlOn of ldeas that made both us and 
the students smile, sparkIng the ImagInatIOn, and generatIng a sense 
of creatIvIty and fun not usually assocIated WIth study skllls learnlng 
or practicum debnefing In thIS way the 'speed datIng' metaphor 
helped us all to engage more energetIcally and enthUSIastIcally WIth 
subject material that IS often 'hard gOIng' In the classroom From our 
expenence we agree whole heartedly WIth the suggestIOn that used 
prudently metaphors can help us to· 
1. dIscover dImenSIOns of realIty and meanIng not prevIously 
consldered~ 
2 operate on several often contradIctory levels, WIth multIple 
responses; 
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3 by-pass reslstant postures; 
4 create a verbal play space, 
5 highlIght the moment; 
6. promote lnteractIon around a shared lmage, 
7. allow explorations that are culturally meanlngful, 
8 lInk the lmaglnatIVe and the cognItive; and 
9. create, sustaln and transform baslc assumptions about systems 
(Gans, 1991 cIted In Duffy, 2005, p 254) 
Reflection and conclusion 
Thls paper emerged out of our unantIClpated success wIth uSlng speed 
dating In the classroom As such, thIS contnbutlOn to the lIterature 
does not constItute a formal evaluatIon of the technlque In whIch data 
from paruClpants was delIberately sought We belIeve our observauons 
may provIde an openlng for further lnvesugatIon about posslble uses 
of speed dating both In the classroom and beyond 
As With any new way of worklng, 'speed dating' wlll only be effective 
If It enables the aims of a group seSSIOn to be realIsed WhIle It has been 
suggested that 'speed dating' can be used for a range of purposes over 
several seSSIOns of the same group (Murphy, 2005), we suspect that the 
novelty of the metaphor, whlch In part seemed to captlvate our students, 
would wear off If we used It repeatedly In the classroom Furthermore, 
'speed dating' may not be appropnate In contexts In whIch the speed 
of conversations cannot be maintained, for example In groups In whlch 
the maJonty of part1CIpants cannot eaSIly and qUIckly move from one 
seat to another, or In multIlIngual groups which requue lnterpreters to 
facilItate conversations 
Nevertheless, these group expenments uSlng the 'speed datIng' 
metaphor have enabled us to ponder more upon the artlStIC and creative 
genres avaIlable to us In our teachlng and clIent groupwork In an era In 
whlch there are often concerns about the lImIted lnput of groupwork In 
the curnculum of socIal work students (Drumm, 2006), these exerClses 
provided an opportunIty for students to both expenence and cnucally 
deconstruct a partIcular form of group functIonlng In thIS way we were 
able to capltalIse upon the populanty of 'speed dating' as a phenomenon, 
to dlscuss and convey a range of senous messages In the classroom 
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Our experiments wlth 'speed datlng' also prompted us as faClhtators 
to examIne our own motlves and Interests about workIng wIth groups 
of students In the classroom. As such we read the followIng wIth 
Interest: 
As a groupwork facIhtator, we put much store by observmg and analysmg 
the dynamIcs of the group, but unless we are VIgIlant, we may put much 
less store on obserVIng and analysmg ourselves How we expenence the 
partiCIpants m our groups, and how we find ourselves In turn respondIng to 
that expenence gIves us nch mformatlOn about not only the partICIpant/s, 
but ourselves. Withm that dynamIC, discernmg what belongs to us, to them 
and the connection formed between others and ourselves (and In group 
work that means many 'others') 15 an ongOlng process (Bunston, PavhdIs, 
and Leyden, 2003, p.43) 
Undoubtedly~ 'speed daung' has taught us a lot about ourselves, 
our teachIng and the capaCIty to be Imaginatlve In the classroom In 
future, we Intend to look more broadly WIthIn the creatIve arts for 
dlffenng genres that may enliven and ennch our work with students, 
and ourselves as educators and practluoners In the meantIme, readers, 
partIcularly from other contexts, may want to attempt thetr own 
expenments wIth 'speed datIng' and share their findIngs WIth the 
broader professional communIty. 
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